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Introduction 
The explosive advancement of computer technology in the past two decades has 
drastically altered the landscape of academia, not just in terms of how knowledge is 
disseminated but also in how knowledge is created.  Music departments have not been 
immune to this change.  More and more American university music departments are 
beginning to add studios, classes, faculty and degree programs in what is generally 
known as electro-acoustic music, electronic music or computer music. The field of 
electro-acoustic music blends the study of music and music composition with diverse 
fields such as computer science, mathematics, digital signal processing, and the physics 
of sound.  In fact, it is not uncommon for all of the above mentioned fields to be touched 
on in an introductory class. This presents a unique challenge for librarians in charge of 
meeting the information needs presented by this group.  While interdisciplinary needs are 
nothing new to most librarians, this specific mix poses a particularly daunting challenge. 
To begin, it is useful to attempt to define what is meant by the phrase “electro-
acoustic music.”  “Electro-acoustic music” has been generally accepted by the 
community as the least inaccurate way to describe their diverse musical endeavors.  This 
genre is hard to pin down, but its small group of loyal fans know it when they hear it.  Of 
course, a common denominator is the use of computers and/or electronics to produce 
music.  Often, these pieces will include a live performer, sometimes on an acoustic (non-
amplified) instrument and sometimes on a computerized or electronic performance 
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device.  It is not uncommon for the performance medium to have been built or invented 
by the composer himself. 
This genre has its roots in the mid-twentieth century musical experiments of 
composers such as John Cage, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Edgar Varese and Pierre Schaffer.  
While these composers’ early experiments focused on the use of tape splicing techniques 
and analog sound generators, today’s generation of electro-acoustic composers makes full 
use of the powerful computers available to them.  As computers become faster and more 
affordable, the creation of electro-acoustic music becomes more accessible to a greater 
number of people.  In the past few years, computers have become powerful enough to 
perform advanced signal processing in real-time or very close to it.  Partly as a result of 
this newfound accessibility and affordability of equipment, a growing number of young 
composers in American universities do at least some electronic composition, and some 
focus almost exclusively on it.   
As was mentioned above, the interdisciplinary needs of those creating electro-
acoustic music are extremely varied.  The software and hardware used in the creation of a 
piece of music requires knowledge of digital signal processing, the physics of sound, a 
certain proficiency with programming, and simple mathematics.  Additionally, each piece 
of software or hardware has its own documentation and user communities.  It is very 
common for these composers to build electronic musical instruments, requiring research 
into circuit design and basic engineering.  It is also very common for electro-acoustic 
music to be paired with video, dance, and visual art in multi-media presentations, 
requiring knowledge of those fields.  Of course, all of this has to be paired with a very 
solid knowledge of music composition and theory. 
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This paper is intended as a qualitative, exploratory study into the information 
seeking needs and behaviors of composers of electro-acoustic music.  This study focuses 
on the specific information behaviors that come about as a direct result of the creative 
process involved in composing music in the electro-acoustic genre.  Information seeking 
needs and behaviors that arise as a result of composers’ peripheral roles as students 
and/or teachers are not considered.  This is both to narrow the focus of this study and 
because these needs are addressed by the existing literature on information needs of 
students and professors in the humanities.  By investigating the information needs of 
composers of electro-acoustic music, this study hopes to create a starting point from 
which information professionals involved with this group can begin to better serve the 
electro-acoustic community. 
 
Literature Review 
As may be expected, there is no published literature that specifically deals with 
the information needs and behaviors of composers of electro-acoustic music.  In fact, the 
only specific mention of electronic music that this author was able to find in an 
information seeking study was in Mary Kay Duggan’s article titled “Electronic 
Information and Applications in Musicology and Music Theory” where she mentions that 
the development of multi-media workstations and, among other things, using these 
workstations to create “a new computer musical language not dependent on the normal 
limitations of pitches based on the octave and rhythms based on divisions of a beat” 
(772).  This being the most direct reference to electro-acoustic composition found in the 
literature by this researcher indicates a dearth of materials directly related to electro-
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acoustic composition.  While it may be tempting to end the literature review right here, it 
is important to view electro-acoustic composers as members of larger groups.   They are 
also music scholars, creative artists and interdisciplinary scholars.  These super-groups 
are sometimes only tangentially related to electro-acoustic music in their information 
seeking behaviors and needs.  Still, this is research that is directly related to the subject of 
this study and as such will be summarized here. 
There is a small body of literature that touches on the information seeking 
behaviors of musicians, and a slightly larger body of literature on the information seeking 
needs of those in particularly creative fields such as the visual arts.  The largest body of 
potentially relevant scholarly literature concerns the information seeking behaviors and 
needs of interdisciplinary scholars. Because the majority of this information is only 
peripherally related to the information seeking needs and behaviors of composers of 
electro-acoustic music, this brief literature review will serve to make note of the general 
trends in these related fields as well as to highlight some of the more pertinent works.   
Christine D. Brown’s 2002 study titled “Straddling the Humanities and Social 
Sciences: The Research Process of Music Scholars” puts forth a six-stage model to 
describe the research process of music scholars.  Brown’s model was developed after 
interviews with 30 music scholars, each of whom described a recently completed 
research project.  While Brown’s study is certainly the most current and musically 
focused information seeking study available at the time of writing this paper, its results 
are not as relevant to a study of electro-acoustic composers as one may initially think. 
Though composers are included, Brown’s study focuses exclusively on academic 
research rather than looking at the creative process involved in the creation of music.  
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Still, many composers of electro-acoustic music are also involved in fields such as 
musicology, ethnomusicology and music theory, so it is important that we examine 
Brown’s model with respect to the inforrmation seeking needs and behaviors of our target 
group.  
The first stage is idea generation, the stage at which something such as a 
commission or call for papers initiates the project.  The second stage is background work, 
where personal collections, online resources, colleagues and local libraries are consulted 
for information.  The third stage, preparing and organizing, involves the focused use of 
resources, organization of information and formulation of theories.  Stage four consists of 
analyzing data and music.  Writing and revising makes up the fifth stage, and the sixth 
stage is dissemination of the work (80).  Brown goes on to note the following when 
comparing her model to other established information seeking models: 
This model, like those developed by Cage (1991), Chu (1992), Smith 
(1988) and Stone (1982), begins with an initial stage that involves idea 
generation and ends with a final stage that entail dissemination of a 
research product.  For all the models, the intervening stages involve 
activities described as “gathering,” “organizing,” “sifting,” “analyzing,” 
“writing” and “revising.” (89) 
 
Further discussion of Brown’s model and its implications for composer of elector-
acoustic music can be found in the “Analysis” section. 
Because of the creative nature of music composition, it is important to examine 
the literature on the information seeking behavior of those in other creative fields.  Some 
of this literature, like Frank’s “Student Artists in the Library: An Investigation of How 
They Use General Academic Libraries for Their Creative Needs,” provides numerous 
insights into the information seeking of creative individuals but does so in a way that 
offers little that is general enough to transfer over to other creative fields.  These studies 
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tend to focus on specific materials used by their subjects rather than broad trends in how 
they use, seek and exchange information.  Other studies, like van Zül and Gericke’s 
“Methods Used by South African Visual Artists to Find Information,” focus more on 
traditional academic research as conducted by creative artists rather than information 
needed during their subjects’ creative process. 
Though not numerous, there are studies on the information seeking needs and 
behaviors of those involved in an artistic process that provide insights that are more 
widely applicable.  As an example of this, Susie Cobbledick’s exploratory interviews into 
the information needs of visual artists, though very focused, provide information that 
could potentially be broad enough so as to be applicable to others in creative fields.  
Cobbledick’s analysis is that while visual artists frequently use libraries and print 
materials, often these materials are not art related.  Materials are often found by browsing 
within a subject area.  Technical information and information on the local art scene is 
usually obtained through colleagues (343).  Cobbledick goes on to reflect that because 
“art reflects the human experience,” librarians should be aware that the “information 
needs of artists are too diverse to be solely [contained] within the confines of art 
librarianship” (365).  As such, Cobbledick recommends that libraries should act as, 
among other things, information access points for visual artists. 
While looking at the roles of electro-acoustic composers as music scholars and as 
creative artists produces only a small body of relevant literature, looking at these 
composers as interdisciplinary scholars is more fruitful.  Of course, a great deal of the 
literature concerning interdisciplinary scholars is not relevant or of limited usefulness.  
However, an awareness of the general considerations and problems related to 
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interdisciplinary research are very useful to begin to build an understanding of how the 
information seeking needs and behaviors of composers of electro-acoustic music fit into 
the larger picture. For example, the issue of collection development  becomes particularly 
thorny when looking at interdisciplinary research.   
Don Spanner notes in his article “Border Crossings: Understanding the Cultural 
and Informational Dilemmas of Interdisciplinary Scholars” that interdisciplinary subjects 
can easily “fall through the cracks” between disciplines and can be extremely difficult to 
collect for, particularly in a multi-library system (357).  This conclusion is reinforced by 
Metz and Foltin’s “A Social History of Madness or Who’s Buying This Round? 
Anticipating and Avoiding Gaps in Collection Development” where they name 
interdisciplinary collecting as a particular challenge to today’s libraries, due in part to the 
multi-library organization of many systems.  Wilson and Edelman come also come to a 
similar conclusion in their article “Collection Development in an Interdisciplinary 
Context.”  In this article it is stated that “the intellectual migration of one discipline to 
another suggests that academic library collection development must increasingly address 
the fact that materials purchased and catalogued under disciplinary headings no longer 
serve the needs of particular disciplinary groups” (199).    
While much is made of the difficulties inherent in collecting for interdisciplinary 
scholars, the literature offers few solutions.  Heidenwolf offers one possible tool for 
collection assessment in an article titled “Evaluating an Interdisciplinary Collection.”  
The study recounted by this article relied on citation analysis to assess a collection’s 
usefulness to scholars in an interdisciplinary field.  Heidenwolf took a sampling of 
citations from a prominent journal in an interdisciplinary field, then simply examined a 
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library collection to see how many of the cited journals were actually owned by the 
library in question.  This study and its accompanying method are particularly interesting 
in that it offers a quantifiable way to assess a collection for its utility to those in 
interdisciplinary fields. 
Another familiar theme that runs through the literature on interdisciplinary 
research is the focus on the problems of language and terminology.  Spanner notes that 
one of the most difficult aspects of doing research in a field outside of one’s specialty is 
trying to understand the culture of that field as well as its language (355).  In their article 
titled “The Information Work of Interdisciplinary Humanities Scholars: Exploration and 
Translation” Palmer and Neumann note the difficulty of familiarizing oneself with the 
terminology of an unfamiliar field.  They state that while trusted colleagues can play a 
vital role in getting one’s bearings, these contacts can be difficult to establish.  For 
situations where a colleague is not available, basic reference sources can play a crucial 
role (104).  However, it is possible that in many cases merely supplying basic reference 
tools is not adequate.  This complicating factor is pointed out by Marcia J. Bates in her 
article titled “Learning About the Information Seeking of Interdisciplinary Scholars and 
Students (Navigating Among the Disciplines: The Library and Interdisciplinary 
Inquiry)”: 
[There is] reason to suspect that the problems and information seeking 
patterns of [interdisciplinary scholars] may be dramatically different from 
those scholars in the classical academic disciplines such as history, 
literature, etc. even where an interdisciplinary field may draw its 
inspiration and researchers from people trained in those very same 
established disciplines. (155)   
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 One final, particularly relevant thread that runs through much of the literature 
related to the information seeking behaviors of interdisciplinary scholars is the call for 
more investigation into this field.  For example, Palmer and Neumann conclude that 
“more detailed ethnographic studies of work practices within research communities are 
needed to further diagnose reading and writing activities and to assess how to improve 
conditions for carrying out research in the next generation of libraries” (112).  This 
sentiment is echoed by Bates where she notes that while information seeking studies 
focused on scientists in the 1950’s and 1960’s, social scientists in the 1970’s, and 
scholars in the arts and humanities in the 1980’s and 1990’s, there are “at least two more 
broad constituencies [that] remain woefully lacking in research on information seeking” 
(155).  These two groups are performers and interdisciplinary researchers, and Bates 
suggest a “bottom up” approach (159).  It is interesting to note that composers of electro-
acoustic music fit into both off these underrepresented fields. 
 In summary, there are three primary categories of literature that relate to the 
information seeking needs and behaviors of composers of electro-acoustic music.  The 
first category concerns musicians.  While there is some literature on this subject, the 
focus is on the musician as scholar, an angle that is not necessarily relevant to all 
academic musical pursuits.  The second category of pertinent literature concerns those 
involved in the creative fields.  There is a larger body of work on this subject, but most of 
the information is specific to the visual arts.  Still, there is value to be found in the 
insights offered on the information seeking behaviors of artists.  The third and richest 
category is electro-acoustic composer as interdisciplinary scholar.  Themes such as 
collection building and problems with communication between disciplines point out 
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important considerations to keep in mind when looking at a field such as electro-acoustic 
composition.  What is clear from looking at all three categories is that more research is 
needed into all of these subjects.  This study is an attempt to fill in some of the gaps that 
exist by looking at a small group and taking, as recommended by Bates, a “bottom up” 
approach to investigating the issue. 
 
Methodology 
 As an exploratory study, a small convenience sample of five composers 
previously known to the researcher was used.  All of these composers are graduate 
students in American universities.  While the views of undergraduate composition 
students and professors are certainly important, the focus is on the information seeking 
behavior of those actively involved in the creation of  new music.  As such, it is felt that 
this is a sufficiently representative sample for the exploratory, qualitative nature of this 
study.   
 Subjects were contacted by email and in person at the 2005 NWEAMO (New 
West Electro-Acoustic Music Organization) Conference in Portland, Oregon.  Interviews 
were conducted over the phone and through email.  The questions used for the interviews 
are reproduced in Appendix A.  Subjects were encouraged to follow these questions as 
closely or as loosely as they pleased, the goal being an exploration of their information 
seeking behaviors and needs as opposed to a survey looking for specific answers.   
 Once these interviews were completed, the information was examined and 
interpreted by the researcher.  The choice of material for the literature review was based 
on the information culled from these interviews and the researcher’s interpretation of it.  
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After examining the interviews and pertinent literature, certain recommendations have 
been made as possible courses for further study and potential ways to improve service to 
composers of electro-acoustic music.   
 
Results 
 For the remainder of this paper, each subject will be referred to by a letter 
designation.  To insure privacy, all subjects, regardless of gender, will be referred to 
using the masculine pronoun.  As an additional privacy measure, the specific names of 
academic degrees related directly to the field will not be listed.  Because of the relatively 
recent emergence of this field, there is enough variation between degree programs and 
their titles  that this could be considered identifying information.   
 As mentioned above, all of the subjects are currently enrolled in graduate 
programs directly related to the composition of electro-acoustic music.  Most 
importantly, judging by the rate at which they are creating new works and their 
involvement in professional organizations, they are all very active in the field. This 
section will present the findings from the surveys that were conducted, beginning with a 
more specific description of their relative educational and work backgrounds.  From 
there, typical work environments will be described, followed by common causes of 
information gaps and information seeking strategies used by the subjects.   Finally, 
professional communication will be examined. 
 Subjects A and B are, at the time of writing this paper, enrolled in the same 
university.  Subjects C and E are also enrolled in the same university.  Subjects A and B 
are both pursuing Master’s Degrees related to electro-acoustic composition, and, 
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respectively, in the second and third years of their programs.  Subject A already has a 
Master’s Degree in music composition, and is pursuing a second Master’s Degree to 
obtain more specific qualifications in the field of electro-acoustic music.  Subject B has a 
Bachelor of Arts in music.  Subject C is currently in his second year of working toward a 
Doctor of Philosophy.  He holds both a Bachelor’s Degree and a Master’s Degree from 
two separate institutions in fields directly related to the creation of electro-acoustic 
music.  Subject D is in the fourth year of a Doctor of Musical Arts program, and also 
holds a Bachelor’s Degree and a Master’s Degree in the field.  Subject E is in the first 
year of his Doctor of Philosophy program and currently holds a Bachelor’s Degree in 
music composition and a Master’s Degree specifically tailored to electro-acoustic 
composition.  On average, the subjects are in their ninth year of college.  
 It is worth noting the difference between a degree in music composition and a 
degree directly related to the creation of electro-acoustic music.  There is a very fuzzy, 
poorly defined line between these two fields.  It is increasingly common to have two 
separate degrees, one for each field, in a single university.  A music composition degree 
is typically based more, if not exclusively, on composition for acoustic instruments.  As 
such, the education for such a degree is typically more solidly rooted in the discipline of 
music.  Electro-acoustic music programs, in addition to focusing on creating music in an 
electronic or computer-based environment, tend to be more focused on interdisciplinary 
collaborations, and often take a more active role in encouraging collaboration with 
individuals in other creative fields.  As mentioned above, while “music composition” is a 
well-established degree title, there is no standard designation for a degree with a specialty 
in electro-acoustic music.   
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 Of course, there is a great deal of crossover between these fields.  Those in music 
composition programs often will work at least some in the electro-acoustic genre, and 
those in electro-acoustic composition programs will often include acoustic instruments in 
at least some of their works and occasionally write for completely acoustic instruments 
and ensembles.  To further complicate matters, many universities have an active electro-
acoustic studio but do not offer a separate degree specifically in electro-acoustic 
composition.  In this case, someone enrolled in a music composition program could 
potentially work exclusively or almost exclusively in the electro-acoustic genre.  It is 
worth noting that not everyone involved in the composition of electro-acoustic music is 
actively pursuing a degree in the field; many students pursue studies in this area out of a 
general curiosity or because of cross-over between their non-music field and the field of 
electro-acoustic music (e.g. media production). 
 In addition to their education experience, relevant work experiences are also an 
important factor to consider when looking at information seeking behaviors.  For 
example Subject B spent a number of years while an undergraduate working in a music 
library, an experience he believes has had a profound influence on the way that he seeks 
and interacts with information.  Subject C worked for five years in software and web 
development including work with Perl (a cross-platform programming language) and 
databases.  This has had an effect on the way he composes and the sorts of projects he 
takes on.  An example of this, a project for solo percussion and Internet, will be discussed 
later in this paper.  Subject D is, while finishing his Doctor of Musical Arts (DMA) 
working as an education coordinator at a software company which specializes in creating 
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software specifically for the electro-acoustic community.  Subjects A, C, D and E have 
all held positions as graduate teaching assistants. 
 An additional piece of background knowledge that is important to understand 
when discussing the information seeking behaviors of the subjects is where they typically 
compose.  While at first this may seem to be an insignificant detail, this can have a 
profound effect on how information is sought out as information needs arise.  For 
example, composers who work primarily from home may be particularly concerned with 
the availability of electronic resources and circulation policies.  Those who compose 
from a laptop may have the flexibility to compose where they choose, libraries being one 
possible environment.  Those who compose in a fixed studio, most likely located in their 
university’s music building, may have a certain amount of shared print resources 
available to them and potential proximity to colleagues, but may have no Internet access 
in that studio and may not be in a position from which a library is conveniently located.   
 Both a composer’s personal preference and the culture of a given program factor 
into where a composer typically works.  Subject D, for example, stated that he has “real 
trouble in shared studio spaces” and set up a home studio as soon as possible so as to 
avoid the perceived hassles of working in a shared space.  Subjects C and E both work 
primarily at home and both cited recent laptop purchases as an important factor in this.  
However, Subject C cited the library at his previous institution as where he had primarily 
worked in past years.  This was due to an in-house laptop checkout program at that 
library which allowed him to work there.  The institution that he is currently studying at 
does not have a similar program, and this was a motivating factor in his recent decision to 
purchase a laptop. 
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 Subject E contributed an interesting insight regarding his recent change in 
institutions.  At the university where he had recently completed his master’s degree, the 
studio and much of the instruction was based around a powerful yet expensive hardware 
based application.  The emphasis on this system encouraged those involved with this 
program to work primarily from a shared studio space.  At the institution where he 
recently began his doctoral studies, instruction is based on an open-source Unix based 
programming environment, and as such he now does the majority of his work from home 
using his laptop.  Subjects A and B are both currently studying at an institution where the 
focus is on an expensive, hardware based program and both listed a shared studio space 
as a primary work place.   
 In the interviews, subjects were asked to describe situations that they frequently 
encounter during the course of creating a work of electro-acoustic music, and how they 
most often solve those problems.  Subject A cited four common situations that lead him 
to seek information: running into problems when working with a specific computer 
application, needing explanation of technical concepts such as digital signal processing, 
needing clarification on specific properties and playing techniques of acoustic 
instruments and needing information on fields that he is in the process of collaborating 
with.  Subject B offered a similar list, citing technical questions that relate to the use of 
software or hardware, conceptual questions that deal with compositional techniques, and 
aesthetic questions where he is wondering “what the subjective experience of the sounds 
would be for other listeners.”  Subject C was more specific, reflecting on his experience 
creating his Internet and percussion piece.  In the course of writing this work, he 
frequently needed information on the use of different synthesis languages, the use of the 
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networking program he used specifically for this piece (a piece of software not 
specifically designed for music applications), and writing for percussion.  Subject  E also 
looked to recent projects and the information gaps encountered during the course of 
realizing these pieces.  A recent project involved the use of eye-tracking hardware and 
software, and familiarizing himself with this field was sometimes difficult.  He also cited 
his recent experiences attempting to realize digital signal processing concepts 
encountered in Curtis Roads’ book Microsound.  Subject D focused more on the need for 
inspiration. 
 Before exploring how the subjects go about finding the answers to questions that 
arise during a typical composition session, information seeking needs that arise as a result 
of specific projects will be discussed.  It has already been shown that electro-acoustic 
music integrates diverse fields such as computer science and digital signal processing into 
the field of music composition. However, it is the specific projects undertaken by the 
subjects that begin to show how truly interdisciplinary the field of electro-acoustic 
composition can be.   
 As previously mentioned, Subject C has worked creating pieces for Internet and 
percussion.  He creates programs that search the Internet for sound files, then creates 
collages out of those sound files.  These searches are done in real-time, giving the work a 
quasi-improvisatory quality and also creating some very complex programming 
situations. Also mentioned was Subject E’s work with eye-tracking software.  This 
project was a collaboration between himself and a professor from a non-music field who 
developed the eye-tracking software and hardware.  Subject E has also had an ongoing 
project involving the creation of a computer controlled mechanical percussion ensemble, 
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a project that led to information needs in the areas of basic robotics and circuit design.  
Subject B noted his work in the areas of carpentry and metal smithing in order to build 
“installations featuring electro-acoustically interactive situations where the room is like 
an instrument.”  In addition to these projects, all of the subjects noted involvement in 
collaborative projects involving fields such as dance, theatre, visual art, video art and 
sculpture.   
 In summary, the subjects listed the following as common reasons for needing 
information during work sessions devoted to creating electro-acoustic music: questions 
about a specific piece of software or hardware or a specific programming language, 
technical questions related to the realization of digital signal processing techniques, 
questions related directly to the artistic and aesthetic qualities of a piece of music, a need 
for specific information about the qualities of an acoustic instrument or ensemble, and 
information related to projects that involve a cross-disciplinary focus or collaboration.  
Now that these needs have been defined, we can look at each individual information need 
and how the subjects typically seek information related to that need. 
 As one would expect, information specific to a computer application or a piece of 
computer hardware depends in large part on the software or hardware itself.  There is a 
great amount of variability in the quality and quantity of available manuals and tutorials.  
In addition to print and electronic documentation created for a given application, there are 
typically online user communities.  It was noted by a number of the subjects that listservs 
devoted to a particular piece of software or hardware are very common and extremely 
helpful.  Often, a problem that is not addressed in the documentation will be taken 
immediately to the Internet where archived listservs can be found and searched.  If 
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nothing is found in those places, listservs can be queried.  Those subjects who commonly 
used this search strategy reported frequent success.  When convenient, composers will 
often first ask a trusted colleague for help as a first step.  However, even for those who 
work in shared studio spaces, the fastest and most convenient way to address software 
and hardware questions is through listservs and online listserv archives. 
 Information needs originating from procedures related to digital signal processing 
appear to be typically handled through the use of print materials. For example, Curtis 
Roads’ The Computer Music Tutorial was mentioned by Subjects A, D and E as an 
extremely important resource.  Subject C also mentioned The Computer Music Tutorial 
as an important resource, but admitted to not using it very often.  It was common among 
the subjects to have a small personal library of those reference books that they found to 
be the most useful and the most important.  Typically, the need to have these resources 
readily available at all times was justification enough to buy a copy rather than relying on 
a shared studio copy or a library copy.   
 Information related to the aesthetic qualities of a piece of music is a particularly 
vague and complicated category of information need.  In some cases, the best way to 
fulfill that information need can be found by examining scores and recordings from other 
composers.  Subject B noted the importance of burning CDs of his work and playing 
them for other people, particularly “non-musician friends,” in order to obtain insight into 
a work he is in the process of creating.  Of course, regular lessons with professors are 
also an important means of gaining aesthetic insight into a piece. 
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Information on acoustic instruments, the fourth category of common information need 
identified by the subjects, is also quite commonly addressed through consultation with 
print resources.  It is very common for composers of both acoustic and electro-acoustic 
music to own at least one trusted orchestration manual.  However, this is typically used to 
gain only the most basic information about an instrument, for example, information on 
range, fingerings, and standard usage in ensembles.  If the composer is working on a 
piece for a specific performer, it is common for that performer to become a valuable 
source of information for the composer. 
 In addition to using orchestration textbooks and performers as sources for 
information on acoustic instrumental writing, examining and listening to a large number 
of scores involving a particular instrument is a very common strategy for a composer to 
familiarize himself with an instrument and its accompanying repertoire.  Based on the 
interviews, obtaining scores and recordings appears to be the most frequent use of 
libraries by these composers.   Not only are scores and recordings a common way to 
familiarize themselves with acoustic instruments, these materials are invaluable for 
gaining a grounding in the seminal works of electro-acoustic composition and an 
important source of inspiration. 
 Due to the fundamental importance of scores and recordings to the subjects and 
their reliance on libraries to provide these materials, there were some strong opinions put 
forth.  While the subjects were very appreciative of the services and materials that 
libraries provide for them, the subjects of collection development and circulation seemed 
to be a common point of frustration for many of the subjects.  Some of the subjects felt 
that the libraries they have been patrons of have had insufficient circulation policies for 
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recorded materials, especially considering the importance of recordings in the 
information seeking process.  Recorded media often has much stricter borrowing 
privileges attached to it, sometimes to the point of being non-circulating.  For the serious 
researcher, this can present many problems.  Also, there was frustration expressed with 
inadequate collection development in the electro-acoustic genre.  For example, Subject A 
noted that only the best known composers of the last couple decades are represented in 
the collection at his university.  Specific solutions offered by the subjects to these 
problems will be discussed  in the “Recommendations” section.   
 The final category of information gap commonly cited by the subjects is caused 
by collaborations with individuals in other fields.  As mentioned above, all of the subjects 
have participated in artistic collaborations with others in fields such as video art, dance, 
visual art or theatre.  Each subject voiced a different approach on how to approach this 
information need.  Subject D stated that “most people I work with have an understanding 
of technology so that was a common language between us.  Other than that I try to let 
each person the expert in his or her field.”  Subject B takes a more hands-on approach, 
opting to “head to the fine arts library and read periodicals, books about modern practice 
and trends.”  Subject A cites both a hunt for information in libraries about the other field 
and a great deal of time conversing with colleagues in that field.  These information 
solutions show a greater diversity of approach than is seen with any of the other common 
information needs.  More than any other area discussed in the interviews, this was an area 
that appeared to be dictated almost entirely by personal preference.   
 In addition to the information needs that arise during the course of creating a 
piece of music, it is important to many composers of electro-acoustic music to stay 
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connected to other electro-acoustic composers and to keep abreast of what is going on in 
the field.  Most of the subjects placed a great emphasis on the importance of professional 
organizations to electro-acoustic music.  Subject A belongs to BMI (Broadcast Music, 
Inc.), SEAMUS (Society for Electro-Acoustic Music in the United States) and SCI 
(Society of Composers, Inc.).  Subject C belongs to ICMC (International Computer 
Music Conference), SEAMUS, and stated that he “feels obligated to join SCI.”  Subject 
D belongs to SEAMUS, ICMC, SCI, EMF (Electronic Music Foundation) and 
NWEAMO (New West Electro-Acoustic Music Organization).  Subject E is a member of 
SEAMUS, ICMC, EMF and NWEAMO.  Subject B is not a member of any organization, 
though he stated that he was considering joining SEAMUS. 
 All of the subjects, including Subject B, use the information resources provided 
by these organizations.  Many of these organizations release newsletters that contain 
interviews and articles about recent developments in electro-acoustic music.  Subject D 
even helps to edit one of the organization’s newsletters.  Many of the subjects read and 
occasionally post to listservs and message boards maintained by professional 
organizations.  Information on relevant competitions, festivals and employment 
opportunities are also very important resources supplied by these organizations. 
 Many of the professional organizations listed above hold conferences and/or 
festivals.  These gatherings typically consist primarily of concerts and often will also 
include paper presentations.  The music on the concerts usually has been submitted by 
members and selected by the leaders of the parent organization.   It is a common 
requirement that you must attend the festival to have your music presented.   
Additionally, as with professional gatherings in other fields, networking with other 
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conference goers is an essential part of the experience.   Subject B noted that he “like(s) 
to meet other composers and hear about what they are working with.”  Subject D “like(s) 
being around people with the same passions.”   
 Subject A has attended only one of these conferences, but has recently submitted 
his music to three conferences.  Subject B has attended two conferences, both of which 
he presented at.  Subjects C and E are both frequent conference attendees, attending two 
and three conferences respectively in the past year.  Subject D stated that he attends “one 
to two conferences a month, counting the more general media conferences I have been 
going to.”  The fact that every one of the subjects had attended at least one professional 
conference attests to the importance of these events to the electro-acoustic community 
and their information seeking process.  In fact, at one of Subject C’s previous institutions 
membership in both SEAMUS and ICMC was a requirement. 
 One other method of professional communication worth mentioning is the use of 
personal websites to disseminate information about a composer.  All of the subjects 
mentioned visiting other composers’ personal websites as an important way for them to 
find information about colleagues.  Subject E, who recently began his doctoral studies, 
stated that when seeking information about prospective programs, examining the personal 
websites of faculty and students from that program was an important way for him to gain 
insight into that program.  Subject B noted that he visits other composers’ websites when 
he hears their work and wants to find out more about them.  Subject C was the only 
subject to have his own website at the time of writing this paper, but Subject D was in the 
process of building one and Subject E has a domain name registered and intends to build 
a website at some point.   
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Analysis 
 In summary, each of the five subjects are, at the time of writing this paper, 
enrolled in a graduate program devoted to the composition of electro-acoustic music.  
Each subject has extensive training in this area, and most have also been employed in this 
and related technology fields at some point.  Where these composers work on creating 
electro-acoustic music is determined by a combination of personal preference and 
university culture.  It is most typical for composition to be done either at home or in a 
shared studio, although due to a laptop checkout program, Subject C composed primarily 
in the main library at his previous institution.   
 When asked about common information gaps encountered during a typical 
composition session, the subjects identified the following categories: questions about a 
specific piece of software or hardware or a specific programming language; technical 
questions related to the realization of digital signal processing techniques; questions 
concerning the aesthetic qualities of a piece of music; a need for specific information 
about the qualities of an acoustic instrument or ensemble; and information related to 
projects that involve a cross-disciplinary focus or collaboration.  The category of 
information need appears to dictate how the problem is addressed.   
 Software and hardware questions are typically first directed to a colleague (if one 
is available), then to a manual or tutorial, then searched for on the Internet (typically 
focusing on archived listservs from user groups), and if still unanswered the question is 
sent to a listserv devoted to that program.  Technical questions related to digital signal 
processing are most frequently answered through the use of trusted print materials, often 
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from the composer’s personal library.  When information is needed about aesthetic 
qualities of a composition-in-progress, colleagues, friends and professors tend to be 
frequently consulted.  Information about acoustic instruments is taken from orchestration 
textbooks (usually from the composer’s personal library), information from colleagues 
(particularly if the composition-in-progress is a collaboration with an instrumentalist) and 
from scores and recordings (usually obtained from a library).  Information needs related 
to a cross-disciplinary project or collaboration are addressed in a way that fits both the 
project being undertaken and the personal preferences of the composer himself.   Based 
on the responses from the subjects, there does not appear to be a typical way of handling 
this sort of information need.   
 Information about what others in the field of electro-acoustic music are doing is a 
need served by membership in professional organizations and through the creation and 
viewing of personal websites.  Membership in a professional organization often includes 
access to resources such as newsletters and mailing lists.  These resources contain 
valuable information about current trends in electro-acoustic music as well as information 
on jobs, competitions, conferences and festivals.  Often these organizations organize 
conferences of their own, and all of the subjects actively attend and submit works to these 
conferences.  In addition to being an excellent place to hear new music and see paper 
presentations, these conferences act as a fertile place for composers to network with one 
another.  Personal websites are another common way for composers to give themselves 
visibility to their colleagues and to learn about what their colleagues are doing.  While 
not all of the subjects had personal websites, they all looked at colleagues’ websites at 
least occasionally.   
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 These findings provide a good general idea of common information needs 
composers of electro-acoustic music encounter on a frequent basis, and how they 
typically fill those information gaps.  It is tempting to try and create an information 
seeking model to synthesize all of this information into a tidy package.  Through the 
interviews, a number of distinct information needs were identified, and one might attempt 
to put these into a logical order.  However, while conducting interviews it became 
obvious that, at least among these subjects, there was no standard process for creating a 
piece of music.  The six stage model suggested by Brown and discussed in the literature 
review provides a good guide.  However, her observation that a comparison of her model 
to those of Case, Chu, Smith and Stone showed that only the first and last stages (idea 
generation and  dissemination, respectively) were consistent between models (Brown, 89) 
is telling.   
 It is safe to say that most electro-acoustic compositions begins with some sort of 
initial idea or motivating influence, and, like the scholars in Brown’s model, the initial 
inspiration for a work typically comes from previous work, an invitation or commission, 
or some sort of  other inspiration (80).  Also like Brown’s model, the end of a project 
typically results in dissemination through conferences, publishing and, in the case of 
composers, concerts (81).  However, the stages in between the outer two appear to be 
flexible, fluid, and determined by a combination of the personal preferences of the 
composer and by what a given project dictates.  A variety of information seeking appears 
to take place at every stage of the process.  Technical information about malfunctioning 
software or hardware is sometimes needed minutes before a concert. Sometimes, all the 
necessary technical information is already known and no research into this area is needed 
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at all.  Listening to other composers’ works for inspiration or guidance could be the 
generative idea for a project or could be a tool to help put the finishing touches on a final 
product.  Even more likely, it will figure into both of these stages and places in between.  
This list could go on and on.  The important point is that the information seeking process 
of composers of electro-acoustic music is a fluid and dynamic one and not one that is 
easily pinned down. 
 
Recommendations 
 This section includes a number of practical recommendations that could 
potentially aid information professionals interested in better serving communities of 
electro-acoustic composers.  The following recommendations are based on the interviews 
and subsequent analysis conducted for this paper: (1) information professionals who 
serve communities of composers of electro-acoustic music should be aware of the group 
and their information needs; (2) collections should be evaluated to ensure that they meet 
the varied needs of this group; (3) composers of electro-acoustic music should be made 
aware of those information resources that can benefit them; (4) materials should be made 
easier to locate through use of more precise subject headings; (5) access to recorded 
music, a primary information source for composers of electro-acoustic music, should be 
increased where necessary; and, (6) the library should act as both a repository of printed 
and recorded information and as a hub of electronic information relevant to electro-
acoustic composers.   
 The recommendation that information professionals make themselves aware of 
the needs of their community of electro-acoustic composers assumes that, of course, there 
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is in fact a community that needs to be served.  While this is an expanding field, it is also 
a small one.  Secondly, it should be made clear that the intention of this paper is not to 
insinuate that information professionals as a whole have been negligent in serving the 
information needs of composers of electro-acoustic music.  That being said, it is true that 
electro-acoustic music is a highly specialized field and not one that most people have a 
firm understanding of.  This paper intends to make the broad information needs of 
composers of electro-acoustic music understandable and easily accessible.  However, as 
noted earlier, much depends on the specific culture of a given institution, and it is 
important that information professionals serving these composers familiarize themselves 
with certain aspects of their local electro-acoustic studio.  Particularly important is an 
understanding of the software and hardware most commonly used and what information 
materials are needed to properly support these applications. 
 Collection evaluation is the second recommendation made as a result of this 
study.  Collecting in this field can be very complicated.  A collection containing only the 
basic reference materials needed by electro-acoustic composers may get very little use 
due to the importance many composers place on owning copies of these materials in their 
personal libraries.  By examining collections for interdisciplinary content using methods 
like the one described by Heidenwolf, information professionals can better collect 
materials specifically needed by electro-acoustic composers.  In addition, many of the 
subjects felt that libraries they had used during their career had insufficient collections of 
late twentieth and twenty-first century works, particularly in the area of electro-acoustic 
music.  Better collection building in this area would be beneficial to not only electro-
acoustic composers, but also to theorists, performers and musicologists. 
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 The third recommendation is that composers of electro-acoustic music be made 
aware of the information resources that can benefit them.  While most of these composers 
had undergone standard library instruction courses, these are often aimed at a wider 
audience.  Because of the unique and particularly interdisciplinary needs of electro-
acoustic composers, these classes often do not touch on all of the resources most useful to 
them.  While all of the subjects used libraries for scores and recordings of music, only 
one subject, Subject B (who had worked at a music library as an undergraduate) appeared 
to have a full understanding of the breadth of the materials available to him.   
 Making materials easier to find through improved subject headings, the fourth 
recommendation, comes directly from comments made by Subject E.  He expressed 
frustration at the use of both “computer music” and “electronic music” as subject 
headings with no obvious reason for having two separate headings.  He had also hoped 
for narrower terms within “computer music” and “electronic music” that would allow 
him to narrow searches by instrument, genre or technique.  He noted that there appeared 
to be an attempt at doing this, but it was not successful enough for him to consider useful.  
Even without a complete revision of Library of Congress subject headings, an awareness 
of this problem by information professionals could lead to adequate local solutions. 
 Due to the primary importance of recordings to composers of electro-acoustic 
music and their information seeking process, recommendation number five is considered 
by the researcher to be a particularly important one.  Access to recordings was an issue 
brought up by a number of the subjects.  Experiences were varied, but a common theme 
was satisfaction and praise for libraries who had a great deal of circulating recordings and 
lengthy checkout times, and frustration with libraries with small or no circulating 
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collections or short checkout periods.  Listening stations were not considered sufficient.  
Subject B expressed his frustration with his current institution’s “lame listening booths 
with [poor] headphones” that he is forced to use due to a strict borrowing policy.  Citing 
the alternative of having “to drag my nice expensive headphones there with me and risk 
getting them broke or stolen” as unacceptable, this was the one area where he was quite 
unhappy with his library’s services.  Subject C noted that, while he was well aware of the 
extreme difficulties copyright would create, having music available online the same way 
electronic journals are available would be extremely useful.  Another subject noted that, 
due to his current institution’s strict circulation policy for recordings, he ends up bringing 
his laptop to the library and copying any works he is interested in onto that laptop.  He 
would rather not do it this way, but feels he has few other options.  This researcher 
recommends that, despite the difficulties involved in circulating recorded materials, 
libraries realize the primary importance of recordings to the information seeking process 
of electro-acoustic composers and musicians in general and find ways to make recordings 
in a suitable way. 
 The sixth and final recommendation involves making the library a central hub of 
information, both physically and online.  Much of working towards this goal would 
involve implementing recommendations as listed above.  Additionally, creative steps 
towards this goal could be researched by speaking to the local community of composers 
of electro-acoustic music.  To offer an example, keeping local listings or even archives of 
listservs related to locally used music software and hardware would be one way of 
personalizing a library to accommodate a specific community of electro-acoustic 
composers.   
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Conclusion 
 In conclusion, composers of electro-acoustic music have an extremely diverse set 
of information needs.  In addition to the extensive background in music history, theory, 
composition and performance that is needed to create electro-acoustic music, a working 
knowledge of many pieces of music software and hardware as well as knowledge of 
digital signal processing and mathematics is required for electro-acoustic composition.  
As if that was not enough, electro-acoustic music is often paired with dance, theatre, 
video art and visual art to create collaborative projects. 
 Available literature only touches on concepts related to the information needs and 
behaviors of composers of electro-acoustic music such as information needs studies of 
music scholars, creative artists and interdisciplinary scholars.  While the bodies of 
literature associated with these fields provide some interesting information on issues such 
as collection development and information seeking models, the relationship to the 
information needs of composers of electro-acoustic music is usually only tangential. 
 The surveys helped to shed light on where composers work, common questions 
that arise during composition, and where they go to answer these questions.  Most 
software and hardware questions, ostensibly the most commonly encountered information 
gaps, are referred first to manuals, then to colleagues (if available), then to listservs.  
Technical questions related to digital signal processing are typically referred to the 
composers’ personal libraries, as are basic questions related to the properties of acoustic 
instruments.  More  in-depth questions related to acoustic instruments are typically 
directed to performers or answered by examining scores and recordings.  Scores and 
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recordings are also a common source of inspiration.  Professional organizations, 
conferences, festivals and personal websites were shown to be important tools for 
keeping connected to other composers and keeping abreast of current developments in the 
field. 
 Finally, six recommendations have been put forth as ways for information 
professionals to better serve members of the electro-acoustic community.  These 
recommendations focus on obtaining more materials relevant to the information needs of 
electro-acoustic composers as well as making that information easier to find and more 
accessible.  Composers of electro-acoustic music often feel that their information needs 
are too specialized and complex to be well served in any one place, but their needs are 
not out of the reach of any library; like any user group, the key to their satisfaction lies in 
an understanding of who they are and what they do.  
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Appendix A: Survey Questions 
Please leave blank any questions that you do not wish to answer, feel have already been 
covered, or do not feel to be applicable. 
 
 
Background: 
 
Are you currently in enrolled in a university? 
 
What is the highest degree you have attained? 
 
How many years have you attended school? 
 
How much of this education is related to the creation of electro-acoustic music? 
 
What employment have you held in fields related to electro-acoustic music? 
 
Do you have any other background, musical or otherwise, that affects how you 
either compose music or seek information? 
 
 
Describe where you typically work on electro-acoustic composition. 
 
 
In a typical composition session, describe common situations that could lead to you 
seeking information of some kind.  This could be anything from needing technical 
assistance with a program to needing a source of inspiration. 
 
 
What sources do you initially use for these questions?  
 
 
If you are not able to immediately find the answer, describe your strategy.  Do you 
continue the search later or work around the problem? 
 
 
Name some specific resources that you frequently use.  For print materials, who owns the 
copy that you use most frequently? 
 
 
What professional organizations do you belong to?  Why? 
 
 
What resources from that organization do you typically use?  How useful do you find 
them to be? 
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How often do you attend conferences?  What are your primary motivations for attending?  
How often do you present at conferences that you attend? 
 
 
How often do you use internet resources for information?  Describe these resources. 
 
 
Do you participate in message boards, listservs and/or wikis? 
 
 
Do you have a website?  Do you visit other composers websites? 
 
 
What other sources do you use to familiarize yourself with the works of other composers?  
For print materials, who owns the copies that you typically use? 
 
 
Describe fields other than music that you have found yourself exploring as a direct result 
of electro-acoustic composition.  How did you go about researching those fields?  What 
resources were used? 
 
 
As an electro-acoustic composer, have you ever collaborated with projects involving: 
Dance? Theatre? Visual art? Video art?  Written word?  Other fields? 
 
 
If so, how did you go about familiarizing yourself with this field in preparation for the 
collaboration? 
 
 
How often do you use libraries?  Which ones?  What are your primary reasons for using 
them? 
 
 
As a composer, how well do you feel that libraries have met your needs? 
 
 
Have you had any particularly good or  bad experiences in libraries during your research? 
 
 
Are there any other information sources related to the composition of electro-acoustic 
music that you have not had a chance to explore here? 
 
